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WHY DO WE NEED THEM?
Effective transboundary water governance is
critical to development in Africa. The
continent has over 60 international basins,
and virtually every African country shares at
least one. For some downstream countries,
such as Mozambique, Egypt, and Ghana,
very high percentages of total flows
originate from outside their boundaries.
Limpopo and Volta Basins, Africa
discussion but there are few effective basin
organizations. Nevertheless, there is strong
political will among African leaders, as
articulated through the New Partnership
for Africa’s Development (NEPAD) and the
African Ministerial Council on Water
(AMCOW), to improve transboundary
governance and facilitate the development
of water infrastructure. Improved
governance is a prerequisite for good
water management and infrastructure
development. Making more productive use
of water is essential to increase agricultural
production and reduce poverty.
The question is thus not whether
transboundary water management in Africa
should be strengthened, but rather how.
HOW SHOULD WE CREATE
MODELS OF TRANSBOUNDARY
GOVERNANCE?
In part, the needed how-to knowledge
can be derived from experiences
elsewhere. However, simple  replication is
risky. In sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) there
are at least three reasons for not copying
the experience of others in creating
transboundary water institutions.
AFRICAN MODELS
OF TRANSBOUNDARY GOVERNANCE
Implementation of integrated water
resources management at the basin level in
Africa therefore requires hydro-economic
cooperation among riparian countries. For
some basins there are already international
agreements either in place or under
The poverty-transboundary water
connection is especially strong in sub-
Saharan Africa.
First, water scarcity in SSA is primarily
‘economic’ water scarcity; i.e., it is not
lack of water but the lack of financial and
human resources, combined with poor
governance, that are the key issues. For
SSA, therefore, the creation of institutions
that facilitate the shared development of
new water resources should receive
highest priority, unlike the developed
world and Asia, where transboundary
institutions focus largely on allocation of
scarce water among competing uses.
Second, the majority of Africa’s poor live
in rural areas where agriculture and
livestock production, both water dependent,
form the mainstay of livelihoods. For
smallholders in particular, basic well-being
depends on water availability, reliability of
supply, and reducing the risks of flooding
and drought. Women and their dependents
are especially at risk; for example poor
women and female children bear a
disproportionate share of the unpaid
domestic chores of household water
supply. Further, while a relatively high
proportion of African women are the
primary farm decision-makers, their access
to water resources and to water-related
decision-making forums is limited. Given
the high proportion of waters crossing its
international borders, it is clear that the
poverty-transboundary water connection is
especially strong in SSA.
A third feature unique to SSA is the
continued importance of indigenous
arrangements to manage natural resources,
in particular land and water, within and
among rural communities. ‘Indigenous’
here refers to local-level customary social
and cultural values, perspectives, and
organizational arrangements, as opposed
to those often imposed from outside by the
modern state. Indigenous principles can
include mechanisms for consensus building
and conflict resolution, priorities and
equity in resource allocation, normative
frameworks for pollution prevention,
notions of social and economic resource
values, coping mechanisms for natural
disasters, and community-based processes
for technical and institutional innovation.
Often, though not always, indigenous
arrangements cater well to high numbers
of relatively small water users, unlike
formal water laws. But little is known
about these indigenous water management
principles, and therefore they are not
recognized in formal laws and institutions.
So how can transboundary institutions be
built that address SSA’s unique conditions?
While pure top-down approaches to
transboundary water agreements steered by
government have their merits, by them-
selves they will not achieve optimal results.
We hypothesize that, by combining an
indigenous or bottom-up approach with a
top-down approach, and recognizing the
issue of economic water scarcity, especially
for poor smallholders, it will be possible to
create more resilient and successful
transboundary water institutions, giving
greater voice to the poor, women and men
alike, in the process. To examine this
hypothesis, the African Transboundary
Governance Project will address the key
practical question: Which indigenous
policies, legal frameworks and institutions
are most conducive to the identification,
financing, and implementation of equitable
win-win and pro-poor investments within
SSA transboundary basins?
We hypothesize that, combining an
indigenous or bottom-up approach with a
top-down approach, and recognizing the
issue of economic water scarcity,
especially for poor smallholders, will
create more resilient and successful
transboundary water institutions, giving
greater voice to the poor, women and
men alike, in the process.
THE AFRICAN TRANSBOUNDARY
GOVERNANCE PROJECT
The project is supported by the Challenge
Program on Water and Food
(www.waterforfood.org). It focuses on the
Volta (Ghana and Burkina Faso) and
Limpopo basins (Botswana, Zimbabwe,
South Africa, and Mozambique), where
discussions on transboundary management
are ongoing. But the study is designed to
learn broader lessons applicable to other
SSA transboundary basins.
Beneficiaries and Impact
The major anticipated impact of this
project will be to provide research support
for establishing effective, realistic
transboundary river basin institutional
arrangements that promote win-win
investments in water development for the
rural poor and that are built on local
principles and values in the Limpopo and
Volta basins initially, and throughout SSA
in the longer run. Success in achieving this
impact will in turn lead to more effective
investments in water development projects
that address the real needs of poor women
and men living in the basins, and more
equitable, demand-driven and effective
management of water resources. Through
its support of postgraduate students
and partnerships with national research
institutions, the project will also build
capacity for social science research on
water resources, currently a major
weakness in Africa.
The ultimate beneficiaries
The intermediate beneficiaries are those
responsible for development and manage-
ment of water resources in the Limpopo
and Volta basins as well as in other African
basins, such as policy-makers, water
managers, district and local institutions,
and researchers.
Outputs of this African
Transboundary Governance Project
1. New and strengthened research and
implementing partner networks
2. Basic basin-level governance and
poverty profiles
3. Historical hydro-political studies at
national and transboundary basin
level analyses
4. Case studies of local institutional
experience and innovation
5. Synthesis of case studies compiled
and disseminated
6. Specific recommendations for the
inclusion of indigenous approaches
in the Volta and Limpopo basins
7. A book on the generic model for
building indigenous institutional
principles into transboundary water
agreements
8. National research and policy
capacities strengthened
9. At least two training courses
developed and disseminated
10. Workshops as platforms for sharing
knowledge among people within
and among the basins
The ultimate beneficiaries are the rural poor
residing in the basins, and indeed other
citizens of the riparian countries living
outside the basin, as water development and
management will lead to poverty reduction,
reversal of environmental degradation, and
economic growth. If this development is
governed by institutions with real roots in
local communities, and based on locally
understood principles, the likelihood that
poor women and men will share in the
benefits will be greatly enhanced.
Dissemination of Results
To reach other researchers, the main media
will be scientific journal articles, an edited
refereed book containing the major findings
of the research project, and contributions
to college and university curricula. We
also plan to use the CGIAR’s Initiative on
Collective Action and Property Rights
(CAPRi) (www.capri.org) network for
feedback and peer review as well as
dissemination; to encourage incorporating
results into modules of the IWRM course
supported by Waternet, and to offer
materials for the GWP Toolbox and
CAP-NET (www.cap-net.org).
For politicians, policy-makers and senior
water managers, the key media will be
policy briefs, workshops, and presentations
at various forums for policy makers in Africa.
For all other clients, in addition to the
policy briefs and workshops, dissemination
will include audio-visual presentations,
contributions to stakeholder newsletters,
radio broadcasts, and contributions to
school curricula (including programs for
school children in the basins).
Results will also be disseminated through
international networks such as
GWP (www.gwp.org),
INBO (www.inbo-news.org) and CPWF
(www.waterforfood.org) websites, as well
as IWMI’s website and its large mailing list.
Which indigenous policies, legal
frameworks and institutions are most
conducive to the identification, financing,
and implementation of equitable win-win
and pro-poor investments within SSA
transboundary basins?
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